Since the 1990s, thanks to the concerted efforts of domestic and international scholars, the research on China's historical GDP that began in the 1930s has received widespread attention, and is becoming a widely discussed issue at the forefront of research on world economic history. At the same time, several scholars at home and abroad have also voiced a call for more theoretical and empirical reflection within this line of research.
on official documents on cultivated land in 1887. 9 Feuerwerker increased the estimate for rural industry by 30%, which considerably reduced the growth of the Chinese economy over the period , giving a lowered growth rate of 36% for national income and 18% for national income per capita.
In 1965, the American Chinese scholars Liu Ta-chung and Yeh Kung-chia co-published the monograph The Economy of the Chinese Mainland: National Income and Economic Development 1933-1959, 10 Which had a huge impact on Western scholarship. In this work, they reassessed the primary materials employed by Wu Pao-san and others (typically the Report on the Agricultural Situation, Land Utilization in China and the Census of Chinese Industry), and revised some of the measurement specifications prior to coming up with a new estimate of China's 1933 national income.
They also expanded the research scope to include the earlier period of the People's Republic of China.
Subsequently, they analyzed China's estimated GDP for [1931] [1932] [1933] [1934] [1935] [1936] , concluding that the Chinese economy was characterized by "mid-level industrial growth, agricultural stagnation and continuous expansion of population," with an annual per capita GDP growth rate of 0.33%. 11 In his report on the "Growth and Changing Structure of China's Twentieth Century" 12 published in the 1970s, Dwight Development, 1933 -1959 , Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965 . 11 Kung-chia Yeh, "China's National Income, 1931 -1936 Western Europe in terms of per capita GDP at both the local and the national level. Nevertheless, there is still much dispute over exactly when this divergence occurred, as can be seen from the views ascribing it to the Song, the Ming, the mid-Qing, and so forth.
In the midst of the heated debate on historical GDP estimates, there have also been some voices calling for a theoretical reflection on these issues. This shift toward reflection began with the opening The participants' views coalesced around two approaches. The first view criticized many scholars' current practice of relying extensively on secondary data from previous studies while neglecting the collection and organization of original data, urging instead a "profound and exhaustive survey" of historical materials with a view to "reconstructing historical data." On that basis, these scholars advocated applying the income method to calculating the national economic aggregate. Some even proposed building databases of original and revised data on the economy from the Opium Wars on, so as to modify previous studies of China's historical GDP for this period. Others held that as historical data on China are not statistically significant, scholars should follow in the steps of Li Bozhong's study of Huating and Lou counties rather than seeking to be comprehensive and exhaustive.
The second view gave a specific assessment of the methodologies used in historical GDP studies.
Some scholars argued that using cross-sectional average prices to calculate cross-regional GDP tends to result in an overestimation of the economic aggregate; using the annual average price without taking the seasonal factor into account tends to distort the estimation of GDP structure; and when GDP is used for international comparisons, current purchasing power parity is a more applicable method. Others held that we should not put the cart before the horse and use theoretical models to arrive at macro-level conclusions and thence deduce micro-interpretations; rather, to estimate China's GDP from the Opium Wars on, we should ensure that the premises of a theoretical function are consistent with the macro-economic operational environment and that the settings of causal relationships are reasonable.
Only in this way will we get significant results from quantitative models.
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In the wake of the symposium, a growing sense of theoretical reflection has appeared among Over the past decade, the insufficiency of basic data has resulted in divergent opinions on China's historical GDP. As primary sources usually cluster in the field of wages, personal income and money supply, some scholars have turned to these fields and derived historical GDP by using macro-economic models; others continue to draw on previous research and secondary sources, and use the production and expenditure methods of Wu Pao-san et al. to calculate historical GDP; only a few start from primary historical sources and provide an independent estimation of historical GDP based on a full and exhaustive investigation of original data. For these reasons, and given the fact that basic data compilation lags far behind historical GDP research, a large number of low-level and redundant studies have appeared under the guise of "quantitative models," severely affecting innovation in this field.
Therefore, at the present stage, scholars engaged in research on China's historical GDP should focus on large-scale reconstruction of historical data. In controversial fields, it is necessary to make a careful comparison of the differences among previous estimations and statistics and to continue to expand statistical scope and sample size so as to reduce controversy. In the weaker fields of historical data collection, it is necessary to start with local documentation such as local gazetteers, local archives, documents and contracts, family lineages and stele inscriptions, and travel notes, as well as special surveys of particular fields in particular places since the nineteenth century, so that as many samples as possible can be collected and local samples can be used to deduce national statistics in historical GDP calculation.
Of course, in reconstructing basic historical data, we should not only take pains to collect, compile and authenticate original data, but should also "infer from" and "estimate" the data in a reasonable way.
Generally, such basic data fall into two types. The first refers to the national statistical data released by the central government, including population, cultivated land, revenues and the production and output value of given industries. These data simply constitute the indicators for central government taxation; they do not reflect the reality of the country's economic activities. They must be used together with other materials so that "taxation quantities" can be converted into "real quantities." The other type includes a great variety of economic indicators that reflect economic changes in a given area as documented in materials such as local gazetteers, collected essays and local surveys. However, as these records are kept in varying degrees of detail, and tend to be ridden with vague descriptions of "thousands and thousands," "an enormous amount," "a huge amount of money," "all the households practice weaving," "no less than ten thousand households," or "producing as much ten thousand pi a day of silk," they must be checked against other sources, so that these "empty figures" can be given substance. In the process of reconstructing different kinds of data, scholars' varying understandings of the economic development level of a historical period and their different uses of original materials may lead them to different or even totally divergent conclusions. Again, we argue that a variety of cross-checking methods should be used as much as possible to enhance the quality of our reconstruction of historical data.
Historical GDP studies and international comparisons
An important reason for the widespread attention to China's historical GDP research lies in international comparisons. As Wu Chengming put it, "In economic history studies, quantitative analysis should be applied wherever possible. Qualitative analysis only provides a way of conceptualizing things; it must be used in combination with quantitative analysis to provide specific information and sometimes to rectify the errors in quantitative analysis." Much of the existing research on economic history focuses on the relations of production, which are, however, highly specific for different countries and therefore cannot be compared. Although GDP calculation varies greatly with different scholars, it still serves as an important composite indicator that encompasses economic aggregate and economic structure. Through the indicator of GDP, we can gain a general view of a country's economic development level, economic fluctuations and structural changes within a given historical period, making longitudinal and cross-sectional comparisons convenient. It is precisely the research on historical GDP that makes possible unified criteria and widely accepted conclusions in the ongoing domestic and international debate over whether the Chinese economy was stagnant or progressing during the Ming, Qing and Republican era, and it is only this research that gives international discussion of the Great Divergence a good platform for interchange.
The ultimate goal of historical GDP research consists of international comparisons. William Petty compared the national wealth of Britain, the Netherlands and France, and Bairoch and Maddison's research was also conducted for the purpose of international comparisons. For a variety of reasons, the GDP research system that has its origins in the West still, to a large extent, takes "European experience" and modern Europe's economic development as the most important or even the sole criterion. We should be fully aware of this without either totally repudiating it or being limited by it.
The progress of history is never linear; nor is it simply a matter of functional relations. Quantitative research is an analytical instrument. Though it helps academic development, quantitative research on its own or undertaken for its own sake can only lead scientific research astray. As Chinese scholars, we should focus more on research on the structure, characteristics and laws of Chinese economic operations and integrate them into the global economic system, so as to examine the development of the Chinese economy and its interrelationship with Western economies. Only in this way can we "endow the international comparisons of China's historical GDP calculation and economic aggregate with Chinese characteristics, and make our distinctive contribution to the study of 'holistic' world economic history, rather than relegating it to a quantitative interpretation of the new version of 'Eurocentrism.' "
In sum, the sound development of China's historical GDP research hinges critically on a proper handling of the above-mentioned three issues, especially the question of sources. Reconstructing a systematic, massive and reliable database of historical data is a crucial task for China's GDP research in the years to come. Since its very inception, China's historical GDP research has been characterized by Sino-Western exchanges, mutual stimulus and joint development. In this research movement,
Chinese scholars can play a greater role. We are strongly convinced that Chinese scholars, hard-working and dedicated as they are, will blaze a new trail for historical GDP research that accords with the laws of economic development. Importantly, this will also pave the way for Chinese scholarship to become integrated into the international community.
